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Creating Meaningful Final Exams i?
BY

KENNETH

C.

KRAUSE

variety of written and spoken activities.
2. Apply learning processes to significant behavioral and literary concepts.
3. Apply appropriate analytical and
problem solving strategies when reading
selections that vary in content, difficulty
and style.
4. Determine and justify solutions that
lead to a creative publication/performance.
5. Reflect over personal performance;
determine and indicate suggestions to
improve the process.
6. Identify and list key ideas through
the use of notetaking strategies.
7. Demonstrate personal management
and organization skills.

This past year students read a variety
of selections in the American Literature
course I taught. They wrote countless
responses to the themes and situations
discussed in class. They demonstrated
their knowledge of the time periods surveyed, the authors' styles and the texts
read through artistic and written assessments. I drew heavily upon cooperative
learning strategies exploring each selection. As the school year drew to a close,
it hardly seemed consistent to use a
more traditional final exam to measure
what the students learned, their growth
in writing and their understanding of literature.
As I sat down to write the course final
exam, I recalled reading a sample
assessment that appeared in an article in
the November 1991 issue of NCTE's The
Council Chronicle entitled "Educators
Look for New Standards, Assessments."
This became the stimulus for the cooperative writing assignment that became
the students' final exam.

ASSIGNMENT

CURRICULUM BASE

Not only did this exam address the
course curriculum, but it was a performance assessment focusing on student
integration of knowledge, skills and attitudes using real world tasks. I committed the last week of classes to complete
the final. Students received these
instructions.

To see if it was consistent with the
course curriculum, I checked back to
the Exit Outcomes. I found that in order
to complete this exam, the students
would show themselves to be self-directed learners, higher level thinkers, collaborative contributors, innovative producers, adaptable problem solvers and
knowledgeable people.
I reviewed the course outcomes and
found most of them appropriate.
Students will:
1. Analyze, interpret and evaluate
American literary selections through a

This year we have read many selections in our literature class. A review of
them will help to cement in mind the
names of the authors, characters, plots,
settings, conflicts, etc. Imagine that five
characters from the literature you read
this year have gathered in one place.
Work with a group of three or four to
complete this assignment. No group can
have more than four members. Each
group will:
1. Choose a setting for your story and
the five characters ( one may be an
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author) from five different selections
that will interact there. Although humor
is encouraged, selections should be written in good taste.
2. Select one of the following formats
for your assignment
Develop an interesting short story
that involves the five characters (one
can be an author) and reflects each of
their personalities from the original
selections. The plot will deviate from the
plots of the works where the characters
originally appeared. As a group, compose your story. Develop the story line,
characterization and conflict as necessary to tell your story. Write a draft and
edit and proofread it. Write a final draft
following the conventions of good writing. Complete it by the end of class on
Thursday so that copies can be duplicated for the entire class.
OR
Develop an interesting script that
involves the five characters ( one can be
an author) and reflects each of their personalities from the original selections.
Prepare to perform this script live in
front of your classmates or on a video
tape. Consider casting, staging, scenery,
costuming and props. Naturally, the plot
will deviate from the plots of the works
where the characters originally
appeared. Performances must be given
on Friday or Monday.
3. Next weekend or in class on
Monday, write a reflective essay about
your experiences in this project. Essays
should be one to two pages long.
4. Each selection/presentation will be
evaluated by the teacher and the class
based on the story's plot and character
development, use of setting, conflict and
theme, and the resolution to the story.
Seventy points are possible from these
sources:
10 points - student evaluation,
40 points - teacher evaluation,
20 points - reflective essay.

INSTRUCTIONAL PLAN
After addressing questions about the
assignment, students received a list of
selections read during the course of the
year. ·They selected their groups, which
turned out to be about the same ones
they were in during class cooperative
learning activities. They began selecting
the stories and characters. I circulated
among the groups answering questions.
Each group submitted the members
names and tentatively the titles of the literary works and the characters they
planned to use.
Day two was filled with debate and
much "gnashing of teeth" as students
tried to agree upon plot, conflict, etc.
Groups wrote their stories differently. In
some groups one student wrote while
the others dictated. Other groups divided the story up so that one person wrote
a part and read it. A second student
wrote the next part and so on.
During days three and four stories
were completed, proofread and edited.
Some groups went to the computer
room to write their second draft at the
keyboard. Two groups composed their
first drafts on the computer.
Final revisions were completed on
day five. Some students began to write
their reflective essay. I collected the
drafts and had them duplicated. One
group video taped their story, and it was
shown. Each student reacted to the
group's presentation describing its
strengths and one suggestion for
improvement. It was rated on a scale of
10 to 1.
On the final exam day that was an
hour and a half long, students received
copies of all the stories. They read each
one individually noting the strengths,
one suggested improvement and rated
them. The evaluations were submitted
without names and then circulated for
classmates to read. Students finished
writing their reflective essays.
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FUTURE APPLICATIONS
I would use this "exam" activity again.
However, I believe it can be used effectively at the end of each semester. By
using it at the end of the first semester,
the classes will have time to debrief
when then return after midterm. I think
this will help the process for writing the
final in June to flow more smoothly.
I would also provide a rubric or list of
specific criteria students can use to evaluate the selections. I would give this to
them before they start to write, so they
know the criteria for rating the pieces.
Students can rate their own submission
as a group. Later they can use the same
rubric to individually rate the other
groups' stories. Having a specific list of
criteria will reinforce the elements in
writing narrative. It will also help students and me to validly evaluate their
work A copy of a rubric is included.
Although this assessment was used
with hi_gher level American Literature
students, I believe it can be used with
students at all ability levels. It is also
appropriate for any literature-based
course.
A cooperatively written final exam
has several benefits. For the students, it
relieves some of the stress preparing to
write an objective final that covers a
tremendous amount of material. Yet the
assignment still causes students to
review the material with specific purposes in mind. Whereas more traditional
final exams often test discrete facts and
information, the cooperative final
addresses more significant learning and
skills students will use after high school.
For the teacher, there is less to read and
grade, and reacting to the student writing is far more enjoyable.
I believe this is a valid assessment of
student language arts abilities. It is student-centered and process-oriented. The
observations I made as I watched students work together to produce their
stories and write the final product,

RESULTS
All of the groups worked hard and
submitted fine pieces. Only one of the 12
groups in two classes received a "B"
grade based upon the teacher and student evaluations.
The student reflective essays were
also insightful. Many students noted that
they had to remember the characters
and how the authors portrayed them.
Heather wrote: "The general idea of taking characters from past selections was
strange at first but after we got started it
gave me a better understanding of the
stories and characters. We were forced
to think together as a group. I really
enjoyed reading all of the other stories
by the other groups. It was fun to see
how many different ways the reading
material of the year could be interpreted."

Mike concluded: "This assignment
teaches us how to cooperate and how to
compromise. The procedure used to
write the story is a fun and interesting
group project because it teaches us how
to achieve a goal by using a bit of everybody's creative talents."
Mary Ann wrote: "Because the characters were all so different, it was difficult in the beginning to get started. But
once we came up with an idea, it was
actually rather fun."
Kristi was in the group that produced
the video. She wrote: "We had to make
sure that everything in our own minds
were set before filming. I think it's a
good idea to let other students judge
each other. This really helps to be able
to have someone your own age give a
constructive opinion."
Not everyone considered this final
assignment so positively. Betsy noted
that: "It seemed that everyone wanted to
go in different directions, and the person
who was writing always got their own
way. I would have been able to do mine
much quicker if I were to have done it by
myself."
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reflected their strengths and weaknesses. During the week I had time to talk
with individuals and groups to personally
comment on their interaction and work
as part of the assessment process. The
cooperatively written final drew together a year of learning and activities stu-

dents will remember beyond high school.

This article is based on Ken
Krause's experiences while a language
arts teacher at Howell High School. Ken
is presently an assistant principal at
Jonesville High School.

Short Story Rubric*
Evaluator
Rate each story in the categories on a scale of 1 to 10 with 10 being the highest.
Charactenza
. tion
A. Protagonist/Antagonist are clearly identified and developed.
B. Characters have depth and personality.
C. Characters' emotions are consistent with their actions.
D. As appropriate, characters are believable or realistic.

Assessment

Conflict
A. Significant conflict(s) is/are apparent.
B. Conflict is introduced through a specific incident in the story.
C. Conflict is resolved by the end of the story.
Plot
A. Plot follows a logical progression, every incident is needed and justified.
B. The story's climax is well defined.

C. Material included in the story is essential for moving it along to a
logical conclusion.
Theme
A. The story's theme is apparent.

B. Story provides the reader with material needed to recognize inferred messages.
C. The theme is relevant and meaningful.
Style/Usage
A. Story has a variety of sentence patterns.
B. Story uses appropriate vocabulary.
C. Story uses figurative language effectively.
D. Story is virtually free of spelling and punctuation errors.

List at least three strengths you found in this story.

List at least one suggestion for improvement.

*Items adapted from Advanced Transformational Outcome-Based Education Summer Institute 1992 Materials, page G-28.
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